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1
CONDITIONAL STRING SEARCH

RELATED APPLICATIONS

The present invention is a continuation of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 11/955,369 filed on Dec. 12, 2007,
which is now issued as U.S. Pat. No. 8,825,693 on Sep. 2,
2014, the entire contents of which are incorporated herein by
reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to detection of strings in a
data stream. In particular, the invention is directed to a
method and a system for fast string search in a data stream
characterized by positional correlation among strings.

BACKGROUND

String search in a text or a stream of characters is a field
of growing importance in applications such as knowledge
acquisition and deep packet inspection. A deep-packet
inspection system examines a text of characters or a con-
tinuous stream of characters to detect the presence of spe-
cific string patterns belonging to a predefined list of string
patterns. As occurrence of string patterns in character
streams grows, the search effort increases resulting in reduc-
ing the throughput of the system in terms of the number of
characters that can be examined per unit time.

The list of string patterns may include simple strings,
complex strings, or a mixture of simple strings and complex
strings. Fast search techniques for simple strings are well
known in the art. In particular a search method known as the
Aho-Corasick method is determined to be computationally
efficient but is limited to simple strings. A computationally-
efficient method for detecting and locating occurrence in a
data file or a data stream of complex strings is disclosed in
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11,678,587 (Boyce), the
specification of which is incorporated herein by reference. In
some applications, a pattern may be of interest only if it
bears some logical or positional relationship to other pat-
terns in the same list of string patterns. For example, specific
strings patterns found anywhere in a phrase may be relevant
only if the phrase is preceded and/or succeeded by certain
punctuation marks. The absence of such punctuation marks
in a part of a text under consideration may render the search
for the specific string patterns unnecessary.

There is a need, therefore, to explore string-search meth-
ods and apparatus which take into account relevance of
combinations of string patterns in a text according to known
interrelationships among the string patterns and, advanta-
geously explore potential search-effort reduction that may
result from such interrelationships.

SUMMARY

In according with one aspect, the present invention pro-
vides a method of string search in a character stream. The
method comprises steps of: grouping string patterns of a
dictionary of string patterns into a plurality of string sets
according to predetermined criteria; defining a set of param-
eterized search states; and associating with each string
pattern of each string set a search action prescribing a search
domain and a subsequent search state. Each search state is
characterized by (1) domain parameters defining a search
domain within the character stream, (2) a string set from
among the plurality of string sets, and (3) a search rule.
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To examine an input text extracted from the character
stream, an initial search state is selected, according to a
predefined criterion, as a current search state and the search
domain is initially set to be the entire input text. A current
string set and a corresponding current rule are determined
according to the preset characterization of the search states.
A search procedure based on the current rule is executed to
determine a location of a string pattern belonging to the
current string set within the current search domain. If a
string pattern is found, a new search state and new domain
parameters corresponding to the found string pattern may be
determined. The search process is repeated with the new
search state used as a current search state and the new
domain parameters delimiting the search domain. A text
action, selected from a set of predefined text actions, is
associated with each string pattern of each string set. A text
action may specify marking, altering, substituting, or dele-
tion of a string pattern found in the input text.

A search rule may be encoded as a set of data-driven
instructions. The dictionary may include a mixture of simple
strings and complex strings. A search data structure may be
used under any search state or may be specifically tailored
to individual search states. The plurality of string sets may
comprise non-intersecting string sets and composite string
sets. A composite string set may comprise two or more
non-intersecting string sets.

In accordance with another aspect, the present invention
provides a method of string search in a character stream. The
method comprises steps of: constructing a dictionary of
string patterns which associates a text action, selected from
among a set of text actions, with each string pattern; and
grouping the string patterns into a predefined number of
ordered string sets according to predetermined criteria.

To locate a string pattern in an input text taken from the
character stream, a first string set is selected as a current
string set and the entire input text is used as a current search
domain. A search procedure is executed to determine current
positions of string patterns belonging to the current string set
within the current search domain. The current positions of
the located string patterns in the input text together with
corresponding text actions are cumulatively stored in a
buffer. The current positions are used to define a second
search domain and a subsequent string set is selected accord-
ing to a predetermined order of the string sets.

The search procedure is repeated to locate search strings
belonging to the second string set within the second domain.
If the number of ordered string sets exceeds two, the search
procedure is repeated until all the string sets are considered
or until no string patterns are found in a search domain.

Excluding the initial search domain, a search domain may
be defined as a portion of the input text between two
consecutive positions of string patterns located in an imme-
diately preceding search domain. Alternatively, a search
domain may be defined as a portion of the input text within
a predefined number of characters following one of the
positions of string patterns located in an immediately pre-
ceding search domain.

In accordance with a further aspect, the present invention
provides a system for string search in a character stream. The
system comprises: (1) a dictionary processor; (2) a condi-
tional search engine; (3) a search operator; and (4) a text
operator.

The dictionary processor categorizes string patterns of a
dictionary into a plurality of string sets and associates with
each string pattern of each string set search information for
use upon detecting a string pattern. The search information
includes: a text action, selected from a predefined set of text
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actions, to be applied to the character stream; a subsequent
string set; and domain parameters defining a search domain
within the character stream. The dictionary processor may
further assign to each string set a search rule encoded as a
set of data-driven instructions. The dictionary processor may
also assign to each string set a respective search data
structure.

The conditional search engine locates current string pat-
terns belonging to a current string set within a current search
domain in the character stream. The search operator deter-
mines a subsequent string set and corresponding search
domain according to located string patterns. The text opera-
tor performs text actions corresponding to the located string
patterns.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Embodiments of the present invention will be further
described with reference to the accompanying exemplary
drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates a prior-art system for locating string
patterns in a file or a data stream;

FIG. 2 illustrates a system for locating string patterns in
a file or a data stream while observing interrelationships
among string patterns, the system being additionally adapted
to reduce processing effort, in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating a generic string-search
method used in the system of FIG. 2, in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 4 is a flow chart illustrating a specific string-search
method used in the system of FIG. 2, in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 5 illustrates two search-states associated with the
system of FIG. 2, in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 6 illustrates transitions from a search state to any
other search state of a set of search states associated with the
system of FIG. 2, in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 7 illustrates a dictionary of string patterns partitioned
into four string sets, with a text-action associated with each
string pattern and a search action associated with each string
set, in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 8 illustrates a dictionary of string patterns partitioned
into four string sets, with a text-action and a search action
associated with each string pattern in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 9A illustrates composite string sets, each comprising
at least two string sets, for use in an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 9B illustrates a state-transition vector identifying a
search function associated with each search state, in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 10 illustrates a state-transition matrix identifying a
search function corresponding to a transition from any
search state to any other search state in the system of FIG.
2 in accordance with an embodiment of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 11 illustrates exemplary search functions, defined in
the state-transition vector of FIG. 9B or the state-transition
matrix of FIG. 10, and associated with search states of the
system of FIG. 2 in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 12 illustrates a two stage search process in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the present invention;
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4

FIG. 13 illustrates a three stage search process in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the present invention; and

FIG. 14 illustrates string search in an exemplary text
comprising string patterns belonging to two string sets, in
accordance with an embodiment of the present invention.

TERMINOLOGY

Simple string: A simple string comprises a sequence of
characters.

Complex string: A complex string comprises at least two
words, of which at least one word is an ambiguous word in
which each character is an indefinite character defined only
according to a class association.

Simple dictionary: A simple dictionary may be devised to
include a set of simple strings of special interest. The simple
dictionary may expand or shrink as the need arises.
Complex dictionary: A complex dictionary comprises a set
of complex strings.

Text: A text is a sequence of characters extracted from a data
stream and may include ordinary characters and indefinite
characters.

String Length: The length of a string is the number of
characters of the string, including indefinite characters.
Search domain: A portion of a text within which string-
search process is performed.

String location or string position: A string pattern has an
arbitrary number of characters. The location (or position) of
a string pattern in a text (or a search domain within the text)
is an index (memory address) of either a first character or a
last character of the string pattern. Either the first character
or the last character of a string pattern may be used as the
location (position) indicator of the string pattern, as long as
it is used consistently throughout the string-search system.
String set: A subset of string patterns of a dictionary of string
patterns is referenced as a string set.

Search state: A search states defines a search domain and
conditions under which a string-search process is performed.
Post-detection action: Post-detection action is an action to be
performed after detecting a string pattern in a search domain.
Post-detection action is performed according to post-detec-
tion information.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 illustrates a prior-art system 100 for locating
occurrence, in a character stream, of strings belonging to a
predefined dictionary 140 of string patterns of interest. A
search engine 120 executes a search process for detecting
and locating any of the string patterns of the dictionary in an
input text 160 extracted from the character stream. A text
operator 180 may perform text actions on the text, such as
deletion of a string from the text, and produces an output text
190. The text action may be based on a predefined policy, or
may be individually specified for each string pattern. A
buffer, not illustrated, is typically provided to hold a text
until processing is complete.

FIG. 2 illustrates a system 200 for efficient examination of
a character stream, or a text extracted from the character
stream, to determine and locate presence of string patterns of
predefined dictionary 140, subject to constraints of conse-
quential relationships among string patterns. The string
patterns may be simple patterns, complex patterns, or com-
binations of simple and complex patterns. A dictionary
processor 230 sorts the string patterns and groups them into
string categories according to known interrelationships
among the string categories. For example, the string catego-
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ries may be characterized by positional relationships, where
a string pattern of a first category should precede a string
pattern of a second category in a text in order to be of any
significance to the search process. The first category may, for
example, comprise verbs and the second category may
comprise nouns. The string patterns of each category com-
prise a string set. The resulting string sets are held in a
storage medium 240 which may comprise individual
memory devices, each holding a string set, or a shared
memory device with each string set occupying a logical
partition of the memory device.

Dictionary processor 230 also produces a state-transition
vector or a state-transition matrix, for use in the conditional-
search process, to be described with reference to FIG. 9B
and FIG. 10.

A conditional-search engine 220, hereinafter referenced
as “engine 2207, determines occurrence of any of string
patterns of the dictionary 240 in a text under consideration.
A text operator 280 may modify the text before release to a
subsequent processing stage. Rather than searching the
entire text for string patterns of the entire dictionary 140,
conditional-search engine 220 initially searches the text
using only one of the string sets determined to be a “root set
of string patterns”. A root set is selected by a system
administrator or determined by some topological sorting
techniques not described herein.

A search operator 250 analyzes results 226 of the initial
search process based on the root set of string patterns and
determines if further search is needed. If a subsequent search
is needed, the search operator 250 sets search conditions 228
which include specifying a string set, or a superset of string
sets, to be used in a subsequent search, and setting a search
domain for the subsequent search. The process may be
repeated for further searches with the search conditions for
each search stage influenced by results of a preceding
search. Notably, while the search domain for the initial
search process is the entire text, the search domain for a
subsequent search process may be limited to a portion of the
text.

Engine 220 operates under a predefined number of search
states. According to one embodiment, a search state may be
associated with a string set, a search method, a search
domain, rules governing the search process, and a subse-
quent search state.

FIG. 3 illustrates one mode of operation of engine 220 in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention. Engine
220 receives a new input text 160, extracted from a character
stream selected from a plurality of character streams, and
selects an initial search state as a current search state (step
320). The initial search state is preferably associated with a
root set of string patterns, stored in storage medium 240.

In step 322, engine 220 selects a string set to be used
under the current search state and determines a correspond-
ing search domain. In the first activation of step 322, the
search domain may be the entire input text 160. In step 324,
engine 220 performs a search process using a specified
search method, such as the Aho-Corasick method if the
string set is known to contain exclusively simple strings, or
the method of U.S. application Ser. No. 11,678,587 if the
string set includes complex strings. If a string pattern
belonging to the current string set is found, both the location
of the found string pattern in the input text 160 and the
corresponding text action are recorded (step 326). In step
328, a subsequent search state is determined either according
to the current string set or a located string pattern. A
subsequent search state may be a ‘NULL state’, indicating
completion of processing a current text.
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If the subsequent search state determined in step 332 is a
valid search state, steps 322, 324, 326, and 328 are executed
again under a new search state. Otherwise, if the subsequent
search state determined in step 328 is a NULL state, and if
string patterns in the cyclic execution of steps 322, 324, 326,
are detected, text actions associated with the detected string
patterns are executed (step 340) and a new text may be
selected (step 320).

FIG. 4 illustrates an alternative mode of operation of
engine 220 in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention. In step 420, engine 220 receives a new input text
160, selects an initial search state to serve as a current search
state. In step 422, engine 220 selects a string set to be used
under the current search state and determines a correspond-
ing search domain. In step 424, engine 220 performs a
search process using a specified search technique. If a string
pattern belonging to the current string set is found (step
426), a counter of the number of found string patterns under
the current search state is increased (step 428) and both the
location of the found string pattern in the input text 160 and
the corresponding text action are recorded (step 432). Step
424 is activated again and the cycle of steps 424, 426, 428,
and 432 are repeated until step 426 determines that no
further string patterns belonging to the current string set are
present in the input text 160. If the input text 160 does not
contain any string patterns belonging to the current string
set, step 450 directs the search process to step 460.

If the input text 160 contains at least one string pattern
belonging to the current string set, step 450 directs the
search process to step 452 which my update the current
search state according to a predefined rule or according to
search-action data associated with string sets or individual
string patterns as will be described with reference to FIG. 7
and FIG. 8. Step 452 may determine a number of search-
state transitions corresponding to each new text processed
and if the number exceeds a predefined limit, step 452 may
set the updated current search state to be a NULL state.
Alternatively, the search-action data may be structured to
lead to a NULL state to indicate completion of processing of
a new text.

If the updated current search state is a valid search state,
indicating that the search process is not yet complete, step
454 directs the search process to step 422 which selects a
current string set, and a search domain corresponding to the
updated current string state. The cycle of steps 424, 426,
428, and 432 is repeated until step 426 determines that no
further strings belonging to the (new) current string set are
present in the input text 160.

If the number of strings found in the current state is zero,
step 450 directs the search process to step 460. At this point,
engine 220 may have detected a number of string patterns
under the previous search state but none under the current
search state. Accordingly, step 460 performs the recorded
text actions of the detected string patterns and the search
process returns to step 420 to process another input text.

If at least one string is found in the current state, step 450
directs the search process to step 452. At this point, engine
220 has detected string patterns under both the previous
search state and the current search state. If step 454 deter-
mines that a subsequent search state is a NULL state, step
454 directs the search process to step 460 which performs
the recorded text actions of the detected string patterns under
two search states and the search process returns to step 420
to process another input text.
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If step 454 determines that the subsequent search state
received from step 452 is a valid search state, step 422 is
revisited to detect further string patterns in the input text
160, and so on.

FIG. 5 illustrates transitions between two search states,
labeled State(1) and State(2). A transition may take place
after a string pattern is detected in a text under consideration.
Detection of a string pattern may not result in state change.
A transition from State(1) to State(2) may take place after
the entire text has been examined under the search condi-
tions of State(1), and a transition from State(2) back to
State(1) may take place when a new text is processed.

Alternatively, a transition from State(1) to State(2) may
take place after two consecutive string patterns are detected
under State(1). A transition from State(2) back to State(1)
may then take place after performing a search under State(2)
over a search domain defined by the two consecutive string
patterns.

FIG. 6 illustrates four search states labeled State(1),
State(2), State(3), and State(4). Transition from one state to
one of the other three states is determined according to
search actions associated with individual string patterns as
determined by dictionary processor 230 and stored in stor-
age medium 240. FIG. 6 illustrates potential transitions from
State(1). In general, mutual transitions among all search
states may be permitted.

FIG. 7 illustrates content of storage medium 240(A),
including string sets 712 and search actions generated by
dictionary processor 230. The original dictionary 140 is
sorted into four string sets 712, individually identified as
712(1), 712(2), 712(3), and 712(4), and further labeled as
string sets 0,, 0,, 03, and 0, respectively. Each string set
comprises a respective number of string patterns 720 and
corresponding text actions 722. A text action may be mark-
ing, altering, substitution, or deletion of a string pattern.
Each string set 712 may be specified by a search state; in the
example of FIG. 7, there is a one-to-one correspondence
between the four search states of FIG. 6 and the string sets
of FIG. 7. However, in general, engine 220 may define more
search states than string sets, and a string set 712(j), 1=<j<4
may be specified by more than one search state. Addition-
ally, a search state may specify more than one string set as
will be described with reference to FIG. 9A.

A search state may specify, in addition to string set, or a
combination of string sets, search actions including search
parameters 724 and subsequent search states 726. The search
parameters may include a search domain, a search method to
be used, rules for transition to other search states, and a set
of functional steps implemented as software-based instruc-
tions. FIG. 7 illustrates a case where all string patterns 720
of a string set 712 have the same search parameters 724 and
subsequent search state 726.

FIG. 8 illustrates string sets 812, stored in a storage
medium 240(B), similar to string sets 712 of FIG. 7,
individually identified as 812(1), 812(2), 812(3), and 812(4),
and further labeled as string sets o*,, o*,, o*;, and o%,,
respectively. The string patterns 720 in FIG. 8 may be
individually assigned search parameters 824 and subsequent
search states 826.

FIG. 9A illustrates composite string sets 922, labeled as
O to 0,5, each comprising at least two string sets from
among four non-intersecting string sets 924, labeled oy, 0,,
0,, and o,. In some applications, it may be desirable to
perform string search within a superset of string sets (a
composite string set).

FIG. 9B illustrates a state-transition vector 940 identify-
ing search function ¢(1), ¢(2), $(3), and ¢(4), respectively
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associated with four search states labeled as State(1), State
(2), State(3), and State(4). A search state labeled State(0),
may be reserved for search termination or for some other
function. The state-transition vector 940 may be used in
conjunction with the search parameters 724 of FIG. 7.

FIG. 10 illustrates a state-transition matrix 1000 identi-
fying a search function ®(j k), 0=j<5, 0=k<S5, corresponding
to a transition from any search state to any other search state,
in a system defining five search states labeled State(0) to
State(5). A search function ®(j.k) may be used in conjunc-
tion with the search parameters 824 of FIG. 8

FIG. 11 illustrates exemplary search functions ¢(j) defined
in the state-transition vector of FIG. 9B or @(j.k), the
state-transition matrix of FIG. 10.

FIG. 12 illustrates a text comprising string patterns 1212
belonging to a first string set ol and string patterns 1216
belonging to a second string set 02. A search procedure
using string sets ol and 02 may be used to detect all the
string patterns 1212 and 1216. However, if a text action
corresponding to a string pattern 1216 is applicable only
under certain positional relationship to a string pattern 1212,
further steps need be taken to avoid improper text actions.

Applying the method of FIG. 4, the text is examined using
the first string set ol containing string patterns 1212 to
detect string patterns 1212 at locations [.1 and L.2. The
search domain defined for the second string set 62 is
determined to be a portion of the text between two string
patterns 1212. The portion of the text between L1 and 1.2 is
therefore examined to detect string patterns 1216 at loca-
tions K1 and K2; [L1<K1<K2<[.2. Thus, corresponding text
actions are applied at locations L1, K1, K2, and [.2.

It is noted that string patterns 1212 and 1216 are of
arbitrary lengths, even though the length distinction is not
illustrated in FIG. 12. Likewise, the length distinction is not
illustrated for the string patterns of FIG. 13 and FIG. 14.

FIG. 13 illustrates a text comprising string patterns 1312
belonging to a first string set ol, string patterns 1316
belonging to a second string set 02, and string patterns
belonging to a third string set 03. A search procedure using
string sets 01, 02, and 03 may be used to detect all the string
patterns 1312, 1316, and 1318. However, if a text action
corresponding to a string pattern 1318 is applicable only
under certain positional relationship to string patterns 1312
and 1316, text actions may be improperly taken.

Applying the method of FIG. 4, the text is examined using
the first string set ol containing string patterns 1312 to
detect string patterns 1312 at locations [L1 and L.2. The
search domain defined for the second string set 02 is
determined to be a portion of the text between two string
patterns 1312. The portion of the text between L1 and 1.2 is
therefore examined to detect string patterns 1316 at loca-
tions K1 and K2. Likewise, the portion of the text between
K1 and K2 is examined to detect one string pattern 1318 at
location J; L1<K1<J<K2<[.2. Thus, corresponding text
actions are applied only at locations L1, K1, J, K2, and [.2.

It is noted that the simplified examples of FIG. 12 and
FIG. 13 indicate a modest reduction in the number of text
actions taken. In operation, however, the proportion of string
patterns which belong to the dictionary 140 but are exempt
from text actions can be significant.

FIG. 14 illustrates a first string set 1412 comprising
“primary” string patterns labeled as P1, P2, P3, and P4, and
a second string set 1416, comprising “secondary” string
patterns labeled as S1, S2, S3, S4, S5, S6, S7, and S8. Each
string pattern is assigned a corresponding text action. The
text actions Al, A2, A3, and A4 correspond to string patterns
P1, P2, P3, and P4, respectively, and text actions B1 to B8
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correspond to string patterns S1 to S8, respectively. A text of
characters 1420 comprises string patterns belonging to the
string sets 1412 and 1416, as well as strings marked ‘x’
which are not of interest to the search process. Several
segments 1410 of the text 1420 may not contain string
patterns in either of string sets 1412 or 1416.
Text 1420 contains primary string patterns P2, P4, and P1,
starting (or ending) at locations [.1, 1.2, and L3 of the text,
and ten secondary string patterns. The relevance, or other-
wise, of any of the secondary string patterns is determined
according to search parameters associated with the second
string set 1416.
Although specific embodiments of the invention have
been described in detail, it should be understood that the
described embodiments are intended to be illustrative and
not restrictive. Various changes and modifications of the
embodiments shown in the drawings and described in the
specification may be made within the scope of the following
claims without departing from the scope of the invention in
its broader aspect.
What is claimed is:
1. A system for string search in a character stream,
comprising:
a processor, and a memory device having computer
executable instructions stored thereon for execution by
the processor, causing the processor to:
group string patterns of a dictionary into a plurality of
string sets according to predetermined criteria;

define a set of parameterized search states, each search
state characterized by:
domain parameters defining a search domain within

said character stream;
a string set from among said plurality of string sets;
and

a search rule;

associate with each string pattern of each string set a
search action identifying a search domain and a
subsequent search state;

acquire an input text from said character stream;

select a current search state and setting a current search
domain to cover the entire input text;

determine a current string set and a current rule corre-
sponding to said current search state;

execute a search procedure using said current rule to
determine a location of a current string pattern
belonging to said current string set within said cur-
rent search domain; and

ascertain a subsequent search state and corresponding
domain parameters.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to:

set said subsequent search state as said current search
state;

delimit said current search domain according to said
corresponding domain parameters; and

repeat the steps of determining and executing.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein said each search state
is further characterized by a search data structure.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to encode said
search rule as a set of data-driven instructions.

5. The system of claim 1, further configured to allow
setting of the predetermined criteria by an administrator.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to determine the
predetermined criteria according to topological sorting of
string patterns of said dictionary.
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7. The system of claim 1, wherein said dictionary includes
at least one complex string.
8. The system of claim 1, wherein said plurality of string
sets comprises non-intersecting string sets.
9. The system of claim 1, wherein said plurality of string
sets comprise a first group of non-intersecting string sets and
at least one string set comprising at least two string sets of
said first group of non-intersecting string sets.
10. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to:
associate with each string pattern of each string set a text
action, from among a set of predefined text actions; and
perform a text action associated with said current string
pattern.
11. The system of claim 10, wherein said text action is one
of marking, altering, substituting, and deletion of said cur-
rent string pattern.
12. A system for string search in a character stream,
comprising:
a processor, and a memory device having computer
executable instructions stored thereon for execution by
the processor, causing the processor to:
construct a dictionary of string patterns, associating a
text action, from among a set of text actions, with
each string pattern;

group said string patterns into a predefined number of
ordered string sets according to predetermined cri-
teria;

acquire an input text from said character stream;

select a first string set as a current string set and a
current search domain as the entire input text;

execute a search procedure to determine locations of
current string patterns belonging to said current
string set within said current search domain;

determine current text actions corresponding to said
current string pattern;

cumulatively store said locations and said current text
actions;

select a subsequent string set according to a predeter-
mined order of said string sets;

define a current search domain according to said loca-
tions;

repeat said executing, determining, and storing for
remaining string sets in said predefined number of
ordered string sets; and

return to the step of acquiring.

13. The system of claim 12, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to set said
current search domain as a portion of said input text between
two consecutive locations of said locations of current string
patterns.

14. The system of claim 12, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to set said
current search domain as a portion of said input text within
a predefined number of characters following one of said
locations of current string patterns.

15. The system of claim 12, wherein said each search state
is further characterized by a search data structure.

16. The system of claim 12, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to encode said
search rule as a set of data-driven instructions.

17. The system of claim 12, further configured to allow
setting of the predetermined criteria by an administrator.

18. The system of claim 12, wherein the computer execut-
able instructions further cause the processor to determine the
predetermined criteria according to topological sorting of
string patterns of said dictionary.
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19. The system of claim 12, wherein said dictionary
includes at least one complex string.

20. The system of claim 12, wherein said string sets
comprise non-intersecting string sets.

21. The system of claim 12, wherein said string sets 5
comprise a first group of non-intersecting string sets and at
least one string set comprising at least two string sets of said
first group of non-intersecting string sets.

22. The system of claim 12, wherein the text action is one
of marking, altering, substituting, and deletion of said cur- 10
rent string pattern.
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